presbyters" (seniores, in the Latin translation). He refers to them and quotes their sayings. Whether they formed a "group" in sociological terms, is a question that may be left open for the moment. At any rate they were people of authority and ranked highly in Irenaeus' esteem, since they formed a link with the apostles. Some names are mentioned which may be connected with these "elders", but for the greater part they are anonymous.
The fact of their existence and importance is well-known and since the days of J.B. Lightfoot, A. Harnack and Th. Zahn-to mention only these giants in the field of New Testament and Patristic studies-much attention has been given to this important, but rather enigmatic group.3 Shadowy though they are, they seem to be key-figures in certain areas of the church in that age of transition, which is the 2nd century, still encompassed in many places by the clouds of historical darkness.
In all previous discussions of this subject one point that is, so it seems to me, of vital importance to determine the role these presbyters played in the thought of Irenaeus has been overlooked. It is the purpose of this paper to bring this to light.
Since Irenaeus introduced these presbyters by quoting certain of their sayings we will take our start at these passages. They have been collected in a very convenient form by E. Preuschen4 and in the German translation of G. Ficker.5 But for the object we have in view it will be important to look not only at the character of these sayings (without giving a detailed exegesis of their contents), but also at the context in which the reason why they are introduced. After having reached by that way a firm ground we may also look around to find other material to broaden our outlook and to come to a better understanding of the role these presbyters have played.
Preuschen's collection opens with 5 passages, marked by the letters a-e, in which we hear the voice of an unnamed gentleman, called by Irenaeus κρείσσων ἡμῶν = superior nobis (Adv. Haer. I praef. 2; I 13,3; III 17,4). In one place the plural
